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Executive Summary 
•	 While	under	the	Paris	Agreement	of	2015	all	countries	have	agreed	to	contribute	to	greenhouse	gas	reduction	 
	 to	keep	global	warming	below	2°C,	 international	aviation	so	 far	has	been	exempt	 from	any	measures	 to	 
	 reduce	greenhouse	gas	emissions.
•	 Global	emissions	from	aviation	currently	reach	0.8	billion	tonnes	of	carbon	dioxide	(CO2)	–	2%	of	overall	CO2 



















	 the	CDM	and	other	offset	programmes	which	have	been	developed	 in	the	Gulf	Cooperation	Council	 (GCC)	 
	 countries	can	generate	offsets	eligible	under	CORSIA.
•	 This	paper	argues	that	voluntary	market	offsets	should	not	be	eligible	in	order	to	prevent	civil	society	and	 
	 media	backlash	against	offsets	of	doubtful	quality.	 Including	past	vintages	of	CDM	credits	would	allow	to	 
	 quickly	harness	supply	and	cover	up	to	a	decade	worth	of	demand.	






Managing Director of Perspectives









United	 Nations	 body	 overseeing	 the	 aviation	 sector,	
has	developed	a	global	policy	instrument	to	address	
greenhouse	gas	emissions	from	international	flights.	
International	 aviation	 currently	 is	 responsible	 for	
about	2%	of	global	CO2	emissions,	namely	0.8	billion	
tonnes	 of	 CO2	 in	 2015.1	 Emissions	 are	 expected	 to	













is	 not	 explicitly	mentioned	 in	 the	 Agreement,	 it	 is	 –	
in	contrast	to	the	Kyoto	Protocol	–	also	not	explicitly	
excluded.	 There	 is	 the	 understanding	 that	 the	 PA	
refers	 to	 anthropogenic	 greenhouse	 gas	 emissions,	
which	would	 hence	 also	 include	 aviation	 emissions.
For	 many	 years	 now,	 the	 ICAO	 has	 discussed	 how	
greenhouse	 gas	 emissions	 could	 be	 addressed	 and	
has	 set	 the	 aspirational	 target	 of	 carbon	 neutral	
growth	 from	 2020.	 After	 intense	 negotiations,	 the	
38th	 ICAO	 General	 Assembly	 (GA)	 decided	 in	 2013	
that	 it	 would	 finalize	 the	 development	 of	 a	 global	
market	 mechanism	 by	 2016.	 A	 market	 mechanism	
allows	to	harness	the	lowest	cost	emission	reduction	
options	through	transfer	of	emission	reduction	units.	
This	 mechanism	 is	 part	 of	 a	 basket	 of	 measures,	
including	 technology,	 operational	 improvements	and	 
sustainable	alternative	fuels.3
At	 the	 39th	 GA,	 in	 October	 2016,	 the	 design	 of	 the	
market	mechanism	–	the	so-called	Carbon	Offsetting	
and	 Reduction	 Scheme	 for	 Aviation	 (CORSIA)	 –	
was	 decided	 upon	 after	 intense	 negotiations.	 The	
CORSIA	shall	address	CO2	emissions	above	the	2020	
level,	 thereby	 contributing	 to	 the	 goal	 of	 carbon	
neutral	growth	 from	2020	onwards.	 It	will	 start	 in	a	
voluntary	 form	 from	 2021	 and	 become	 binding	 for	
most	 countries	 from	 2027	 onwards.	 Emission	 units	






Relevance for the UAE and Other GCC 
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	 their	 airlines	 need	 to	 acquire	 offsets	 for	 CO2 
	 emissions	 from	 routes	 between	 two	 participating	 
	 states	which	go	beyond	their	2020	emissions	levels.	 
	 Airlines	from	the	UAE	and	Qatar,	such	as	Emirates,	 
	 Etihad	 and	 Qatar	 Airways,	 will	 have	 to	 do	 this	 




	 for	 2021.	 Given	 that	 offset	 requirements	 increase	 
	 annually	by	the	growth	of	flight	volume,	the	outlays	 






•	 If	 the	 offset	 price	 increases	 significantly,	 airlines	 
	 from	the	GCC	countries	may	want	to	invest	in	more	 
	 efficient	aircrafts	to	reduce	emissions	and	offsetting	 
	 requirements.	 Determination	 of	 the	 price	 level	 at	 
	 which	this	would	occur	requires	specific	research.
Development of the Market Mechanism 
for International Aviation
Historical development:	 Negotiations	 on	 a	 global	
market	mechanism	for	aviation	have	been	ongoing	for	
many	years,	both	under	the	ICAO	and	UNFCCC,	where	
several	 attempts	 to	 cover	 emissions	 from	 aviation	
failed.	 Already	 a	 decade	 ago,	 the	 ICAO	 Committee	
on	 Aviation	 Environmental	 Protection	 discussed	
different	options	for	such	a	mechanism.4		Discussions	










from	2020…’,5	and	negotiations	 intensified.	 Initially,	 it	




Development at the 39th GA 2016:	 While	 a	 well	
advanced	 draft	 for	 the	 market	 mechanism	 existed	
before	 the	 GA,	 there	 were	 still	 critical	 issues	 to	 be	
negotiated	 at	 the	 GA.	 One	 of	 these	 was	 how	 offset	
requirements	are	to	be	distributed	among	airlines	(a	
sectoral	versus	an	individual	approach	–	see	below),	
since	 developing	 countries	 have	 contributed	 less	 to	
historic	 emissions	 but	 their	 airlines	 are	 expecting	
larger	 growth	 and	 would	 hence	 be	 more	 strongly	 
affected	by	the	individual	approach.	
Moreover,	 the	 GA	 specified	 that	 emissions	 units	
from	 market	 mechanisms	 under	 the	 UNFCCC	 are	
automatically	 eligible.	 These	 market	 mechanisms	
have	 allowed	 governments	 to	 acquire	 emissions	
units	 from	 eligible	 emission	 reduction	 projects	 and	
programmes	 to	 fulfil	 their	 emissions	 targets	 under	
the	 Kyoto	 Protocol	 and	 to	 reach	 their	 contribution	
under	 the	Paris	Agreement.	 The	GA	also	 introduced	
the	requirement	to	avoid	double	counting	of	emissions	
reductions.	While	the	initial	draft	included	a	reference	
that	 aviation’s	 share	 of	 the	 global	 CO2	 emissions	
budget	should	be	in	line	with	temperature	goals	of	the	
Paris	Agreement	was	deleted,	 now	 the	 temperature	
goals	 of	 the	 Agreement	 are	 only	 mentioned	 in	 the	 
decision’s	preamble.7
The	EU	will	review	the	ICAO	outcome	early	next	year	
before	 deciding	 whether	 to	 include	 international	
aviation	 in	 the	EU	emissions	 trading	scheme	again.8
Positions of the UAE and GCC countries:	Already	 in	
2013,	the	UAE	indicated	that	a	market	mechanism	is	‘of	
utmost	importance’	to	achieve	the	ICAO’s	aspirational	




countries.9	 To	 ensure	 non-discrimination,	 the	 UAE	
emphasized	that	the	same	rules	need	to	apply	to	all	
airlines	 on	 the	 same	 route.	 Also,	 in	 the	 view	 of	 the	
UAE,	 the	 application	 of	 a	 de minimis	 threshold	 for	
airlines	 to	 be	 included	 –	 namely	 that	 airlines	 with	
a	flight	 volume	below	 the	 threshold	 level	 should	be	
exempted	 –	 would	 contradict	 the	 principle	 of	 non-
discrimination.	But	at	 the	same	time,	as	 long	as	 the	
non-discrimination	 principle	 would	 not	 be	 violated	
the	 UAE	 would	 support	 excluding	 airlines	 with	 an	
insignificant	 level	 of	 emissions.10
With	 regard	 to	 the	GA	resolution	of	2013,	Qatar	had	
criticised	it	for	not	recognising	action	of	early	movers	
which	might	not	motivate	airlines	to	invest	early	on	in	
efficiency	 improvements.11	 This	was	 repeated	 at	 GA	
39	and	supported	by	the	UAE.
The	UAE	and	Qatar	are	the	only	GCC	countries	which	
have	so	 far	declared	 their	 intention	 to	participate	 in	
CORSIA	 from	the	beginning.12	However,	 the	UAE	has	
requested	 a	 full	 economic	 study	 on	 the	 implication	
of	 moving	 from	 sectoral	 to	 individual	 shares	 (see	
discussion	 below)	 and	 indicated	 that	 the	 sectoral	
share	 should	 remain	 at	 least	 at	 50%.
Key Features of the CORSIA
General functioning and governance:	 Under	 the	
CORSIA,	airlines	need	to	offset	emissions	from	flights	
between	two	participating	countries	which	go	beyond	
their	 2020	 emission	 levels	 in	 a	 phased	 approach.	
Countries	 voluntarily	 participate	 in	 the	 pilot	 phase	
(2021–2023)	and/or	the	first	phase	(2024–2026),	and	
have	to	participate	in	the	second	phase	(2027–2035)	
unless	 exempted	 (see	 below).13	 The	 scheme	 can	
be	 extended	 beyond	 2035.	 A	 total	 of	 66	 countries,	
representing	 86.5%	 of	 total	 international	 aviation	
emissions	have	communicated	that	they	intend	to	join	
the	CORSIA	already	from	the	pilot	phase	(see	Box	1).
Box 1: Countries Intending to Join the CORSIA from the Pilot Phase 2021–2023.
•	Africa:	Burkina	Faso,	Kenya,	Zambia,
•	Americas:	Canada,	Costa	Rica,	Guatemala,	Mexico,	the	United	States,		
•	Asia-Pacific:	 Australia,	 China,	 Indonesia,	 Israel,	 Japan,	 Malaysia,	 Marshall	 Islands,	 New	 Zealand,	 Papua	 New	 
	 Guinea,	Qatar,	Republic	of	Korea,	Singapore,	Thailand,	the	United	Arab	Emirates,
•	 Europe:	the	EU	Member	States	and	other	member	states	of	the	European	Civil	Aviation	Conference	(44	countries).










their	 emissions	 growth.	 National	 governments	 are	
responsible	 for	 ensuring	 compliance	 with	 CORSIA’s	





Distribution of offsetting requirements:	 Airlines	
(formally	 called	 ‘aircraft	 operators’	 under	 CORSIA)	
of	 participating	 countries	 need	 to	 fulfil	 their	
offsetting	 requirements	 in	 three	 year	 compliance	
cycles	 beginning	 in	 2021.17	 The	 general	 formula	 for	
calculating	offsetting	requirements	for	each	airline	is:
	 ‘aircraft	operator’s	offset	requirement	=	[	%	Sectoral	 
	 ×	 (an	 aircraft	 operator’s	 emissions	 covered	 by	 
	 CORSIA	in	a	given	year	×	the	sector’s	growth	factor	 
	 in	 the	 given	 year)]	 +	 [	 %	 Individual	 ×	 (an	 aircraft	 
	 operator’s	emissions	covered	by	CORSIA	in	a	given	 
	 year	×	that	aircraft	operator’s	growth	factor	 in	the	 
	 given	year)’	18
Until	 2030,	 the	 sectoral	 share	 is	 set	 at	 100%.	 From	
2030–2032	the	individual	share	shall	at	least	be	20%,	
and	 from	 2033-2035	 the	 individual	 share	 shall	 be	
at	 least	70%.	The	GA	 to	be	held	 in	2028	will	specify	








for	 airlines	 to	 reduce	 their	 emissions	 than	 the	
individual	approach,	the	latter	could	result	in	perverse	




A	 rough	 calculation	 of	 annual	 offset	 needs	 of	 all	
participating	 countries	 would	 be	 60–170	 million	
tonnes	of	CO2	for	2021,	increasing	linearly	over	time.	
Annual	 demand	 of	 1	 billion	 tonnes	 of	 CO2	would	 be	
reached	in	2035	for	the	slow	growth	path,	and	already	
in	 2027	 for	 the	 high	 growth	 scenario.
Eligible offset types:	 The	 criteria	 for	 eligible	 offset	
types	still	need	to	be	developed	by	the	ICAO	Council.	
Offsets	 from	 UNFCCC	mechanisms	 can	 be	 used	 for	
meeting	 obligations	 under	 CORSIA	 ‘provided	 that	
they	align	with	decisions	by	the	Council	[…]	including	
on	 avoiding	 double	 counting	 and	 on	 eligible	 vintage	
and	 timeframe’.21	 This	 could	 hence	 apply	 to	 offsets	
generated	by	the	CDM,	Joint	Implementation	or	under	
future	market	mechanisms	 of	 Article	 6	 of	 the	Paris	
Agreement	 such	 as	 ‘Cooperative	 Approaches’	 (Art.	
6.2)	 and	 the	 ‘Sustainable	 Development	 Mechanism’	
(Art.	6.4).	 If	supply	through	other	offset	programmes	
such	 as	 the	 Verified	 Carbon	 Standard	 is	 allowed,	 it	
could	 significantly	 reduce	 offset	 prices.	 The	 criteria	
for	determining	offset	eligibility	will	be	defined	until	
2018.22
Offset	 prices	 range	 from	 €0.4/tonne	 of	 CO2	 on	 the	
secondary	CDM	market	to	double	digit	values	in	some	




€1	 and	 €5	 per	 offset	 until	 significant	 demand	 for	
offsets	emerges	under	 the	Paris	Agreement.	This	 is	
however	 unlikely	 before	 2030.
Exemptions from the scheme:	 Unless	 countries	
voluntarily	 participate,	 flights	 from/to	 Least	
Developed	Countries,	Small	Island	Developing	States	
and	 landlocked	 countries	 will	 be	 exempted	 from	
the	 2nd	 phase	 of	 the	 CORSIA.23 Further,	 countries	
whose	 airlines	 have	 a	 share	 of	 less	 than	 0.5%	 of	
international	air	traffic	volume	will	be	exempted.	The	
same	applies	to	all	countries	that	are	not	on	a	list	of	




competing	 with	 the	 UAE	 and	 Qatar-based	 airlines	
fall	 in	 the	 exemption	 category.	 The	 most	 relevant	
case	 seems	 to	 be	 Ethiopia,	 with	 Ethiopian	 Airlines	
competing	with	Middle	Eastern	airlines	on	the	routes	
to	 Africa.
Environmental integrity:	 As	 mentioned	 above,	 the	
scope	 of	 emissions	 covered	 is	 reduced	 due	 to	 the	
following	 facts:






the	 beginning,	 countries	 who	 voluntarily	 participate	
can	again	decide	 to	 leave	 the	scheme	by	1	 January	
of	 any	 year,	 after	 notification	 at	 the	 end	 of	 June	 of	
the	previous	year.25	The	lack	of	requirements	for	the	
environmental	 integrity	of	offsets	 is	highly	criticised	
by	 NGOs,	 such	 as	 Transport	 &	 Environment.26	 Yet,	
since	the	criteria	are	still	to	be	developed,	there	is	still	
a	possibility	to	ensure	strong	environmental	integrity	
of	 the	 offsets.	 The	 decision	 on	 which	 type	 of	 offset	
projects	will	be	allowed	shall	take	into	consideration	
UNFCCC	developments,	including	regarding	the	rules	
of	 the	 market	 mechanisms	 under	 Article	 6	 of	 the	
Paris	Agreement.	Criteria	for	emissions	units	shall	be	
regularly	reviewed	to	ensure	their	compatibility	with	















neutral	 growth,	 and	 more	 importantly	 it	 shall	 also	
include	considerations	of	the	scheme’s	improvements	
which	 could	 contribute	 towards	 the	 achievement	 of	
the	Paris	Agreement.30		This	review	cycle	is	not	aligned	
with	 the	global	 stocktake	cycle	of	 the	PA	which	will	
take	place	 for	 the	first	 time	 in	2023	and	afterwards	
every	five	years.31
The CORSIA in practice:	 To	 ensure	 that	 the	 CORSIA	
will	be	able	to	operate	from	2021,	the	ICAO	Council	has	




Practices	 (SARPs)	 for	 MRV,	 to	 develop	 guidance	 on	








and	 ensure	 all	 national	 policies	 are	 in	 place	 for	 the	
scheme	by	2020.33
Implications for the GCC Countries
Implications for the GCC countries:	 The	 UAE	 and	
Qatar	 have	 shown	 leadership	 by	 committing	 to	 join	




scheme	 from	 the	 beginning.




demand	 for	 regional	 offsets,	 such	 as	 from	 the	 CDM	
pipeline.	 9.6	million	 CDM	 offsets	 have	 already	 been	
issued	for	projects	in	the	GCC	and	the	total	potential	
of	 offset	 generation	 until	 2020	 reaches	 33	million.34 
The	 revenue	 inflow	 for	 the	project	developers	 could	
thus	reach	over	€150	million	at	a	price	of	€5/offset.
Implications for GCC-based airlines:	 The	 potential	
implications	 for	 the	 GCC	 countries	 depend	 on	 the	
year	when	most	of	the	countries	with	strong	aviation	
activities	 join	 the	 CORSIA.	 Since	 the	 UAE	 and	 Qatar	
intend	 to	 join	 the	 scheme	 from	 the	 beginning,	 their	
airlines	will	be	among	the	first	airlines	affected.	Both	
countries	 together	 cover	 11.5%	 of	 total	 global	 air	
traffic	volume	 in	2014,	 so	offset-related	 costs	 could	
reach	€7–100	million	in	2021	and	then	increase	by	the	
same	 level	 every	 year.	
Given	 the	 66	 countries	 who	 have	 decided	 to	 join	
the	 scheme	 from	 the	 beginning	 include	 countries	
with	 strong	 international	 aviation	 activities	 such	 as	
China,	Singapore	and	Thailand,	one	can	assume	that	
competitive	distortions	for	airlines	from	the	UAE	and	
Qatar	 remain	 limited.	 In	 addition,	 it	 remains	 to	 be	
seen	whether	the	costs	for	offsets	will	actually	be	of	
relevance	compared	to	other	costs	 faced	by	airlines	






Airlines	 of	 Bahrain,	 Kuwait	 and	 Oman	 might	 be	
exempted,	 since	 in	 2014	 their	 country’s	 share	 of	
international	 air	 traffic	 volume	 was	 0.19%,	 0.2%	
and	 0.24%	 respectively35	 and	 hence	 below	 the	 0.5%	
threshold.	Even	if	these	airlines	grow	rapidly,	it	would	








Implications of the CORSIA for ministry officials 
in the UAE:	Since	 the	UAE	 is	a	member	of	 the	 ICAO	
Council	 until	 2019,	 it	 has	 the	 possibility	 to	 actively	
engage	 in	 the	 tasks	 identified	above	 for	 the	Council,	
particularly	in	order	to	ensure	environmentally	sound	
criteria	 for	 emissions	 units	 and	 strong	 and	 robust	 
MRV	requirements.
Nationally,	 the	UAE	needs	 to	ensure	 that	all	policies	
are	in	place	for	complying	and	enforcing	the	scheme.	It	
further	needs	to	conduct	all	necessary	arrangements	





•	which	 ministry	 is	 responsible	 for	 monitoring	 
	 compliance	of	airlines;	
•	whether	 airlines	 will	 have	 to	 submit	 a	 draft	 
	 compliance	plan	to	any	ministry;
•	how	 the	UAE	will	 enforce	 compliance	 if	 an	 airline	 
	 does	not	fulfil	its	offsetting	requirements;	and
•	whether	the	UAE	or	GCC	countries	want	to	prepare	 
	 any	 recommendations	 with	 regard	 to	 the	 offset	 
	 supply	 of	 their	 airlines	 (for	 example	 focusing	 on	 
	 supply	from	CDM	projects	within	the	region).
Further,	 the	 UAE	 should	 closely	 monitor	 the	
SARPs’	 development,	 and	 prepare	 in	 advance	 their	
implementation	in	order	to	be	able	to	implement	the	





Recommendations for the UAE government:	 This	
Insight	 recommends	 that	 the	 UAE	 government:
•	conducts	 a	 detailed	 analysis	 on	 potential	 offset	 
	 needs	 for	 its	 airlines	 until	 2030,	 as	well	 as	 offset	 
	 price	 scenarios	 depending	 on	 the	 quality	 criteria,	 
	 and	eligible	offset	schemes,	in	order	to	inform	UAE	 








	 in	 the	 pilot	 phase,	 by	 engaging	 proactively	 in	 the	 
	 ICAO	 Council	 to	 ensure	 that	 the	 CORSIA	 will	 be	 
	 credible	with	regards	to	its	environmental	integrity.	 
	 While	 some	 countries	 want	 to	 involve	 offsets	 
	 from	 voluntary	markets,	 some	 of	 which	 have	 had	 
	 reputation	 problems	 in	 the	 past,	 it	 is	 the	 author’s	 




	 Ideally	 GCC	 countries	will	 share	 their	 experiences	 
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